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Abstract 
 
In the increasingly competitive Australian tertiary education market, a consumer 
orientation is essential. This is particularly so for small regional campuses competing 
with larger universities in the state capitals. Campus management need to carefully 
monitor both the perceptions of prospective students within the catchment area, and 
the (dis)satisfaction levels of current students. This study reports the results of an 
exploratory investigation into the perceptions held of a regional campus, using two 
techniques that have arguably been underutilised in the education marketing literature. 
Repertory Grid Analysis, a technique developed almost fifty years ago, was used to 
identify attributes deemed salient to year 12 high school students at the time they were 
applying for university places.  Importance-performance analysis (IPA), developed 
three decades ago, was then used to identify attributes that were determinant for a new 
cohort of first year undergraduate students. The paper concludes that group 
applications of Repertory Grid offer education market researchers a useful means for 
identifying attributes used by high school students to differentiate universities, and 
that IPA is a useful technique for guiding promotional decision making. In this case, 
the two techniques provided a quick, economical and effective snapshot of market 
perceptions, which can be used as a foundation for the development of an ongoing 
market research programme. 
 
 
 
Key words   
Perceptions of universities. Repertory Grid.  Importance-performance analysis. 
Determinant attributes.  
  
 
Introduction 
The Australian tertiary education system is a competitive market (James 
2001). In particular, small regional campuses compete with the broader range of 
learning and social opportunities available at larger universities in the state capitals. 
Tertiary students, like any other consumer decision makers, are presented with a range 
of offerings in the education product purchase process. Clearly, a market orientation is 
as much a necessity for university management as it is for other products. A 
marketing orientation is a philosophy that recognises the achievement of 
organisational goals requires an understanding of the needs and wants of the target 
market, and then delivering satisfaction more effectively than rivals (Kotler, Adam, 
Brown and Armstrong 2003). Two different research approaches are required to 
effectively monitor this process. Firstly, it is important to monitor perceptions held of 
the university, from the perspective of the needs of prospective students in the target 
community (see for example Lawley and Blight 1997). It must be recognised this 
involves individuals who may or may not have any direct experience of the university. 
In this regard, Baldwin and James (2000) found Australian students must make some 
decisions about considerations they have little or no knowledge about. Secondly, it is 
important to track the (dis)satisfaction levels of existing students (see for example 
Bretherton 2000, McInnis and James 1999).  
This paper is concerned with the issue of gaining a better understanding of 
perceptions held by high school students at the time they are considering their tertiary 
options. Since expectations of a university product can only be realised after 
consumption, perceptions play an important role in the decision process. 
Unfortunately for the marketer, perceptions may only have a tenuous and indirect 
relationship to fact (Reynolds 1965). However, whether an individual’s perceptions 
are correct is not as important as what the consumer actually believes to be true (Hunt 
1975). In other words, ‘perception is reality’. Baldwin and James (2000, p. 147) 
suggested most Australian applicants’ perceptions of university reputations are based 
on “very flimsy hearsay evidence”. Impetus for the project was a dearth of market 
research data for the campus, and an estimate that only 20 per cent of school leavers 
in the catchment area, who enrolled in tertiary courses, did so at the regional campus. 
The paper reports the findings of initial steps taken to identify the range of attributes 
used to differentiate available universities, and how the campus is perceived by one 
segment.  
 
Method – Stage 1  
Since no previous valid set of determinant university attributes had been 
developed in this region, the first research stage required a qualitative method of 
engaging with potential students. Repertory Grid was selected as an established 
qualitative method, suitable for market research (Frost and Braine 1967), but which 
has been under-utilised in the education marketing literature. Repertory Grid is 
underpinned by the conceptual foundations in Kelly’s (1955) Personal Construct 
Theory (PCT).  The method has been applied in a diverse range of topics, including 
for example: the assessment of management training needs (Honey 1979), perceptions 
of God (Preston and Viney 1986), perceptions of software quality (Wilson and Hall 
1998), and analysis of how people differentiate holiday destinations (Pike 2003). The 
technique was considered ideal for an investigation of how year 12 students, in 
decision mode, differentiate available universities.   
 In Kelly’s field of clinical psychology, Repertory grid was designed for use in 
applications to a single individual. However, due to the technique’s flexibility in 
application and analysis (Frost and Braine 1967), Repertory Grid is also suitable for 
  
 
generating group data by pooling individual responses (Bannister and Fransella 1971). 
Within a standardised framework participants have freedom to respond, which enables 
a comparison between participants in the group (Smith and Leach 1972). Also, of 
interest to this project were suggestions about the potential of the technique for 
administering to a group setting (Kelly 1955, Levy and Duggan 1956), although 
relatively few studies have reported this application. While there is no rule regarding 
sample size in qualitative studies (Patton 1990), it is important is that sampling is 
undertaken to achieve a redundancy of significant data from any additional 
participants.  In Repertory Grid a large sample is not required to reach this point of 
data redundancy (Downs 1976, Young 1995). In November 2002 an invitation was 
extended to year 12 students, at one major local high school, who had lodged their 
Queensland Tertiary Admissions Centre (QTAC) application for admission to a 
tertiary institution in 2003. Thirty participants were interviewed, in a trial of a group 
interview format. Of these, 19 were females and 11 were male.  The regional campus 
was first choice for study in 2003 for 10 of the 30 students. 
In PCT, Kelly defined a construct as “a way in which things are construed as 
being alike and yet different from others” (Kelly, 1955, p. 105). For this reason the 
triad card method has been the most common approach used to elicit salient constructs 
(Fransella and Bannister 1977).  Elements, which in this case were tertiary education 
institutions, are presented to subjects in a series of threes.  Nine institutions were 
selected, comprising the regional campus and those considered to be the major 
competitors by campus management, including the local TAFE. Of the remaining 
seven universities, three are in the state capital and four are regional. Using all triad 
combinations of 9 elements requires a total of 84 triads, which was considered 
impractical. Instead, Burton and Nerlove’s (1976) balanced incomplete design 
formula was used to reduce the number of triad combinations to 24.  In a group setting 
all students were handed a self completing form containing the 24 triad combinations, 
preceded by the question: When considering your studies in 2003, for each group of 
three institutions, in what IMPORTANT way are two of these alike and different to the 
third? Students were encouraged to supply more than one similarity/difference for 
each triad, with no repeated statements permitted. The simplicity of responses elicited 
from subjects is an advantage of the technique (Burton and Nerlove 1976). Therefore 
the recording system enables one researcher’s results to be quickly understood by 
others (Stewart and Stewart 1981). Students averaged 17 minutes to complete an 
average of 15 out of 24 triads.  A total of 309 statements were elicited. To analyse this 
data, the list was reduced to 102 themes of similar wording, using a simple cut and 
paste method.  Frequency and content analyses of these themes generated 8 attribute 
labels.  Of interest was the commonality of label categories, rather than the extremes 
of idiosyncratic individual constructs, of which there were a number, including ‘hot 
chicks’ and ‘better parties’. The 8 attribute labels are presented in rank order in 
Column A of Table I.  
While the view of the student was the focus of this study, the supply-side 
perspective was also of interest.  In December 2002 academic and allied campus staff 
were invited to offer views on which aspects of university life should be included in a 
perceptions questionnaire. Thirteen staff responded, collectively offering 95 
statements. Analysis of these revealed nine themes, which are listed in Column B of 
Table 1. Also of interest were attributes reported in the literature. A total of 14 
themes, listed in Column C, were drawn from eight papers that had investigated 
perceived benefits of tertiary education, perceptions of universities by prospective 
students or satisfaction with universities by existing and former students. Discussion 
of the differences between the three outputs is beyond the scope of this paper. 
  
 
Table I:  Comparison of Attribute Rankings 
 A B C 
 Repertory Grid Academic Opinion
 
Literature
 
Good location 1 5   7 
Good reputation 2 8   3 
Offers courses of interest 3 9   2 
Modern campus facilities 4 4  
Quality of courses/teaching  5 2 10 
Social opportunities 6    1 
Close to the beach 7   
Large campus 8   
Student support services  1   6 
Job prospects  3   4 
Campus atmosphere  6   8 
Computer facilities  7   9 
Lower course fees     5 
Safe/secure environment   11 
Accommodation availability   12 
Flexible course options   13 
Availability of part time work   14 
 
Method - Stage 2 
Understanding how well a university is perceived across a range of attributes 
is not sufficient to guide marketing, if they are not evaluated in terms of importance to 
the student. Satisfaction results from expectations about important attributes and the 
perceived performance of those attributes (Myers and Alpert 1968). For this reason, 
Importance-performance analysis (IPA) was selected as a valid method. IPA was first 
reported in the marketing literature by Martilla and James (1977), and has arguably 
been under-utilised in the education marketing literature. The technique considers 
both the importance of product attributes to the individual as well as the perceived 
product performance on those attributes. IPA’s versatility has been demonstrated in a 
wide range of studies, including for example: breakfast food brands (Sethna 1982), 
therapeutic recreation services (Kennedy 1986), dental practices (Nitse and Bush 
1993), operations improvement priorities (Slack 1994), and holiday destinations (Pike 
and Ryan 2003). In the education field IPA has been reported in an evaluation of 
business schools (Ford, Joseph and Joseph 1999) and tertiary students’ perceptions of 
service quality (Wright and O’Neill 2002). 
To investigate the potential determinance of the attributes, it was decided to 
survey first year undergraduate students during the first week of their studies at the 
campus. This survey was undertaken during March 2003. A total of 272 of the 349 
first year undergraduate students participated, of which 78 (29%) were male and 194 
(71%) were female. These students were involved in 20 degree programmes across 
four faculties. The majority of these students (82%) had enrolled while residents of 
the city, reinforcing the importance of the local market. The campus was the first 
choice for 85% of participants. Students were firstly asked to rate the importance of 
20 university attributes. The 17 attributes highlighted in Table 1 were supplemented 
with three others that emanated from informal staff opinion: ‘offers all of your degree 
at one campus’, ‘located in this city’, and ‘close to family/friends’. A seven point 
scale was used, anchored at ‘Not important’ (1) and ‘Very important’ (7). In a 
separate section students were then asked to rate their perceptions of the campus’ 
performance across the same range of attributes, excluding ‘located in this city’, using 
a seven point scale.   
  
 
 The mean attribute importance and campus performance ratings are listed in 
Table 2. The highest ranking attribute importance ratings were for ‘offers courses that 
interest me’, ‘opportunity to complete all of the degree at one campus’, ‘high standard 
of teaching’, ‘good job prospects for graduates’ and ‘in this city’ . Only four attributes 
rated below the scale midpoint: ‘social activities’, ‘availability of accommodation 
nearby’, ‘large campus’ and ‘close to a beach’. No attribute performance means were 
below the scale mid-point. Importantly, paired-sample t-tests indicated there were no 
significant negative performance gaps for the campus. The grand mean for campus 
performance (5.6) was higher than the grand mean for attribute importance (5.0).  
 
Table 2 – Attribute Importance and Performance Ratings 
Attribute importance Rank Mean Std n Campus 
Perf. 
Rank 
Mean Std n 
Offers courses that interest me   1 6.3 1.1 269   2 6.1 1.2 256 
Complete all degree on one campus   2 6.2 1.6 255   5 6.0 1.6 250 
High standard of teaching   3 6.0 1.2 262   3 6.0 1.1 246 
Good job prospects for graduates   4 6.0 1.4 263   9 5.8 1.3 240 
In this city   5 6.0 1.8 261   1 7.0   
Close to family/friends   6 5.9 1.8 258   4 6.0 1.6 240 
Good location   7 5.7 1.7 263 13 5.6 1.5 254 
Good student support services   8 5.5 1.5 265 10 5.8 1.2 243 
Good campus atmosphere   9 5.5 1.5 263   7 5.9 1.1 249 
Good computer facilities 10 5.4 1.5 266   8 5.8 1.6 248 
Modern campus facilities 11 5.4 1.4 265   6 5.9 1.2 254 
Safe/secure environment 12 5.3 1.6 263 12 5.7 1.3 241 
Good reputation 13 5.2 1.6 257 11 5.7 1.3 246 
Flexible course options 14 5.0 1.7 257 14 5.4 1.5 238 
Lower course fees 15 4.5 2.0 255 16 5.0 1.5 224 
Part time work available 16 4.1 2.2 247 15 5.0 1.8 211 
Social activities 17 3.5 1.8 259 18 4.7 1.6 234 
Accommodation nearby 18 3.1 2.2 238 17 4.8 1.7 198 
Large campus 19 2.7 1.7 245 20 4.0 1.6 240 
Close to a beach 20 2.2 1.8 244 19 4.2 2.1 226 
Grand mean  5.0    5.6   
 
 
A strength of IPA is its suitability for enabling managerial decision-making 
due to the simplicity of the output matrix (Evans and Chon 1989). The IPA matrix, 
which is presented in Figure 1, combines the two dimensions of attribute importance 
and performance in four quadrants. The Y-axis plots importance of the attributes, 
while the X-axis highlights the perceived product performance. The top left quadrant 
features attributes rated most important, but where the product is not perceived to 
perform strongly. This signals a need for remedial action to improve perceived 
performance. The top right quadrant features attributes rated important, and where the 
product is perceived to perform strongly. It is these attributes that should be 
reinforced in promotions. The two lower quadrants feature attributes rated less 
important, and which should therefore have a lower priority in promotions. It is 
important to note that placement of the cross hairs is subjective, and in this case the 
grand means for attribute importance and campus performance were used. The top 
right features 12 attributes, which enables campus management to identify a small 
subset of determinant attributes that could be used in succinct promotional 
communications.  
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
Figure 1: Campus IPA 
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Discussion 
The paper reports the results of the first formal investigation of perceptions held, by 
one target segment, about a regional university campus that competes with larger 
universities in the nearby state capital. A combination of qualitative and quantitative 
techniques was used to identify a range of attributes deemed salient to year 12 high 
school students when considering tertiary education options, and then to identify a 
smaller subset of attributes that were determinant in the decision process among a 
group of first year under graduate students. Conceptually, the paper demonstrates the 
efficacy of combining these methods in studies of student perceptions. Both 
techniques have been underutilised in the education marketing literature. In particular, 
it is suggested that group applications of Repertory Grid offer education market 
researchers a useful means for identifying how students differentiate universities. 
From a practical perspective the combination of techniques proved both economical 
and effective in terms of data analysis and the presentation of results to campus 
management. Results indicate that, for the sample in general, important considerations 
were that the campus offers courses they are interested in, has an appropriate standard 
of teaching and facilities, and is based in their home town. This therefore provides 
them with the opportunity for tertiary study while remaining close to family and 
friends. The data can also be used as a benchmark for tracking cohort satisfaction over 
time. In this case therefore, the two techniques provided a quick, economical and 
effective snapshot of market perceptions, which can be used as a foundation for the 
development of an ongoing market research programme. 
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